Malaria associated apoptosis is not significantly correlated with either parasitemia or the number of previous malaria attacks.
The occurrence and intensity of lymphocyte apoptosis in blood samples from 79 outclinic patients with uncomplicated Plasmodium falciparum or Plasmodium vivax malaria and 30 healthy individuals were investigated. No difference in apoptosis percentages was detected between healthy individuals and malaria patients when ex vivo lymphocytes were analyzed. However, significantly increased apoptosis levels were observed in lymphocytes from both P. falciparum- and P. vivax-infected patients when the cells were cultured for 24 h. CD4(+)and CD8(+) T cells were affected to a comparable extent in P.falciparum- and P.vivax-infected patients. However, when we compared apoptosis values in infected and non-infected individuals it appeared that CD4(+) T cells were more susceptible than CD8(+) T cells. A significant increase in the sIL-2R plasma levels was observed in malaria patients when compared with healthy individuals and a positive correlation was observed between sIL-2R levels and apoptosis rates in infected patients presenting increased rates of apoptosis. An increased expression of Fas antigen was recorded after stimulation with P. falciparum antigen or anti-CD3 monoclonal antibody. These data show that a consistent proportion of the lymphocyte population dies by apoptosis during a malaria infection and that a period of time is necessary before in vivo activated cells can express the apoptotic process in vitro.